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Field Notes                                                                                                       August 27, 2001 
 
The Dog Days of Summer: 
 
By:  Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent Agriculture 
Mississippi State University Extension Service 
                                                                                                                                   
We have all heard of the “dog days of summer”, a period that occurs during the hottest  
 
and muggiest part of the summer.   The dictionary says that “dog days” refers to the period  
 
between early July and early September when the hot sultry weather of summer usually occurs in  
 
the northern hemisphere; or a time of  stagnation or inactivity.  But what does this have to do  
 
with dogs?  
 
  
Many of us can imagine an old hound sleeping under the front porch, simply because it’s  
 
too hot to hunt coon or possum.  I can recall days when  thought how great it would be to  
 
exchange places on those long hot summer days.    
 
 
There is a little more on the reference to dogs.   In the distant past when people sat and  
 
gazed at the night sky for pastime, and when the lights of cities did not hide the magic of the sky,  
 
they played a game similar to “connect the dots” by mentally connecting groups of stars that  
 
resembled something.  The “Big Dipper” and “Little Dipper” are examples of this that we still  
 
notice, but there were many more.   
            People in different parts of the world saw different images, and their ideas often 
suggested different cultural influences.   Asians saw different things than Native 
Americans, who saw different things than people in Europe.  Today, we call these star 
pictures “constellations”, and since many of the early settlers in North America came 
from Europe our names for them come primarily from that part of the world.                                                                                                                                          
In the night sky they saw animals like bears, (Ursa Major and Ursa Minor), twins, 
(Gemini), a bull, (Taurus), and  dogs, (Canis Major and Canis Minor).   The brightest star 
in Canis Major (the big dog) is Sirius, which is also the brightest star in the sky.  It is so 
bright that the Romans thought the earth received heat from it.  
In  summer, Sirius rises and sets with the sun.   Our ancestors believed that its 
heat, added to the heat of the sun, created a time of hot and sultry weather.  They named 
this period of time “dog days”.   This period actually is the time between July 3 and 
August 11, however we have extended it to include all of the month of August and part of 
September.  It really is one of the warmest parts of the summer, however the heat is not 
due to the added radiation from a distant star, but the angle of the earth in relation to the 
sun.   
Along with the laziness this weather seems to bring out in most of us, it also 
brings up ideas of things like muscadines ready for picking, corn ready for pulling, cotton 
opening before picking time, and the last sweet watermelon pulled from the vines.   It 
seems to fit with yellow jackets and wasps interfering with our work and play, snakes that 
seem more vicious than at other times, and humidity that seems to make the air difficult to 
breathe.   
There’s something about this time of year that really does make you want to 
exchange places with that old coon dog that sleeps all day.  I don’t know what it is and I 
don’t think anyone else does either.   Today we know there are no bears, bulls, or dogs in 
the sky, but it’s still nice to get away from the bright lights of the city and just gaze at the 
sky.  Sometimes I think we get much too caught up in the small worlds we create for 
ourselves; one look at the heavens should dispel any doubt that we are only a small part of 
the wonder God has created.  Happy Dog Days….    
 
